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The introduction of Italion town planning and for-
tification in the Low Countries (1540-1609) ond the
function of drawings
summary*
In 1540 emperor Char les V, assisted by a team of
mi l i tary experts,  decided to provide Antwerp, the
most important city of the Netherlands at that
t ime, wi th a new wal l  designed by an I ta l ian
engineer,  Donato Boni .  From that moment unt i l
1609, the year of  the beginning of  the Twelve
Year 's Truce, more than sixty l ta l ian engineers
worked in the Low Countr ies (nowadays the
Nether lands, Belgium and parts of  France and of
Germany).  These I ta l ian engineers not only moder-
nized the medieval walls with a new defence system
based on f lanking by means of  bast ions,  but also
bui l t  new sett lements and ci tadels.  Even when their
military buildings were replaced by new Dutch for-
t i f icat ions,  the defence pr inciple of  at tacking the
enemy in the f lank f rom protruding bast ions re-
mained unchanged.
The way this fundamental change of the defensive
works,  which condi t ioned the further development
of the Dutch city far into the nineteenth century,
had been introduced from Italy, has hardly got any
attent ion in the history of  archi tecture.
In I ta ly,  at  the end of  the f i f teenth,  and the begin-
ning of  the s ixteenth centur ies,  ar t is ts played an im-
portant role in the development of  the new for-
t i f icat ion system and the mi l i tary bui ld ings were
praised alongside their  paint ings,  sculptures and
palaces. The involvement of  Renaissance art ists in
mi l i tary archi tecture has led to many art-histor ical
speculat ions in which their  act iv i t ies in the f ie ld of
fortif ications were considered as artistic
achievements and their  bui ld ings as works of  ar t .
When fort i f icat ion in the th i r t ies of  the s ixteenth
century became a matter for  special ists.  the mi l i tary
archi tecture disappeared gradual ly f rom wri t ings
on the  ar ts  and the  l i ves  o f  a r t i s ts .
Before World War t I ,  the mi l i tary archi tecture of
the Renaissance again gained at tent ion.  l t  were ar-
chi tects and torvn planners rather than art-
histor ians who showed this interest .  The archi tects
of  thc 'Modern Movement '  recognized in the
mi l i tary bui ld ings the embodiment of  a
Rena issance idca l :  the  combina t ion  o f  u t i l i t y  and
beauty and tried herewith to form a historical base
for the aesthetics of their functionalistic architec-
ture. Also the town planners used the military ar-
chitecture of the Renaissance to legitimate their in-
terventions. They presented military settlements
and citadels which showed formal similarit ies to
regular urban forms as histor ical  examples for  their
l inear or centralizing town plans.
After World War I I  a lso archi tectural  h istor ians
payed more attention to the military architecture of
the Renaissance. Their interest was broader and
directed in another way; they recognized aesthetic
and symbolic values in the military buildings of the
Renaissance and considered them as the embodi-
ment of humanistic ideals. The first chapter is a
histor iographic survey of  studies in which the ac-
tivit ies from artists in the field of fortif ication has
been described as an artistic process and their
mi l i tary bui ld ings as creat ions of  ar t .  With the help
of Michelangelo 's for t i f icat ion drawings, i t  wi l l  be
shown that the at tent ion for  the mi l i tary works of
the Renaissance art ist  in l i terature had been
basically directed to its significance for his further
artistic achievements. not to its function as a war
machine. In a second histor iographic theme, wi l l  be
il lustrated how military buildings have been
descr ibed cont inuously in other terms as a piece of
art ,  a symbol or an ideal  c i ty.
With typical ly art-histor ical  methods of  iconology
and art theory, which first had been tried out on
civ i l  and especial ly sacred bui ld ings,  the mi l i tary
architecture of the Renaissance became analysed.
Architectural historians searched for statements
about beauty and symbol ism, very rare in t reat ises
on fort i f icat ions,  in wr i t ings on archi tecture of  the
fifteenth and sixteenth centuries. The autonomous
character of  the theory of  mi l i tary archi tecture was
neglected and the statements about beauty and
symbolism were quoted out of context and often
read from a twentieth-centurv. functionalistic
point  of  v iew.
The military buildings were not only regarded as
art  or  symbol but also as real izat ions of  ideal  c i t ies.
We will focus on the Italian fortress-town
Palmanova to show how military settlements for
their regular form were described as ideal cit ies and
phi losophical ,  pol i t ical ,  social  and aesthet ical
meanings were added to explain them as the em-
bodiment of  humanist ic ideals.
These internat ional  ar t -h istor ical  interpretat ions of
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military buildings as a piece of art, symbol or ideal
city affected also the literature of the Dutch city.
Fortifications and extensions of Dutch towns in the
sixteenth-and seventeenth centuries were con-
fronted with Italian treatises on architecture which
contained descriptions of ideal' cities.
In this study the meaning of the Italian town plan-
ning and fortification for the Dutch city will be
described in a different way. Not the Italian
theories on the 'ideal' city but rather the introduc-
tion of Italian town planning and military architec-
ture as practice forms our point of departure. The
practice of town planning and military architecture
will be pictured by describing the activities of the
Italian engineers in the Netherlands and on the
other hand by analyzing the process of planning
and execution of urbanistic and military projects
by means of drawings which were used in different
phases of decision-taking and technical realization.
The Italian engineers form a very heterogeneous
group. The second chapter deals with the diversity
of the sixty Italian engineers in the Netherlands.
Some of them struggled against cold and illness
during the construction of fortifications, others
were well-dressed courtiers for whom the problems
of military architects formed a nice theoretical sub-
ject for a table conversation or for the compilation
of an expensive work in print. Some of these
engineers, frequently noblemen, had a cultural
education and showed great interest in the arts.
They were portrayed by local artists and ordered
their paintings. From these contacts with the courts
and artists we may assume that the Italian
engineers played a role in the introduction of the
Italian Renaissance in the Low Countries.
The arrival of the numerous Italians engineers led
to severe tensions on the local building market.
While the local master builders were restricted by
several regulations of the guilds, the Italian
engineers obtained without difficulty the most im-
portant projects of town planning and defensive
works. Their privileged position becomes clear
from their testimonies in a case at Antwerp in 1542.
It will be shown how the Italian engineers, became
associated with the term 'architect' based on
theories of the Italian Renaissance, which had just
been introduced in the Netherlands and how they
became a model for local master builders who
pleaded for more freedom within the regulations of
the gui lds.
Apart from the activities of the Italian engineers,
the impact of the Italian town planning and for-
tification is demonstrated by the enormous amount
of representations of cities and fortifications they
226
made and sent to their commissioners in Italy and
Spain. In the third chapter categories have been
developed for the hundreds of drawings in impor-
tant collections at Turin, the Vatican City, Naples,
Madrid, Simancas and some other archives and
libraries.
Many of these drawings are here published for the
first t ime and sometimes they are the earliest
known representations of certain towns in the
Netherlands. The categorization is based on their
function.
With the help of existing cartographic categories it
is possible to describe certain representations with
a decorative or informative function. For an
analysis of the drawings which were used for town
planning and fortif ication, however, they often are
not detailed enough. With the help of written
documents that throw light on the use of drawings
in the different phases of planning and execution of
urban and defensive projects these categories are
refined to make them adaptable for architectural-
historical research.
The following two chapters deal with the use of
drawings in the planning and execution of the
regular fortress-towns Mariembourg, Hesdinfert
and Phil ippevil le and of the citadels of Antwerp,
Groningen and Flushing. The more or less regular
form of these settlements has been explained in ar-
chitectural studies as the result of the use of models
from treatises on military architecture. Here it wil l
be stated that these treatises can hardly have played
a significant role in the creation of the fortress
towns. Apart from the fact that most treatises only
existed in manuscript, the planning-history of these
settlements turned out to be a lengthy process.
With the help of drawings it wil l be demonstrated
how the design changed continuously to corres-
pond to the demands of the location and the con-
tradicting military and civil interests before it
found its definite form.
Also the design of the citadels in the Netherlands is
linked in l iterature with the use of models. Some
authors recognized in the citadels a growing
autonomy of the design towards the location, while
in this study an opposite development wil l be
described. In the fifth chapter wil l be shown how
at Antwerp an existing 'model', the one of the
citadel of Turin, was adapted to the chosen loca-
tion while in the planning of the later citadels in the
Netherlands, those of and Groningen and
Flushing, the basic form was directed to the cir-
cumstances of the situation right from the beginn-
ing .
Drawings i l lustrate the planning history of Ant-
werp step by step. It wil l be demonstrated how
Margeret of Parma prepared the planning, the
choice of a location for the citadel and commis-
sioned designs. These designs, made by a Dutch
engineer Jacques van Noyen and the Italian
Francesco De Marchi were ignored by the Duke of
Alva who brought Francesco Pacciotto with him in
order to make a new design. Moreover Alva sent a
new commission to choose a proper site for the
citadel. The report of this commission, under
guidance of Chiappino Vitell i  and Gabrio
Serbelloni, with all arguments in favour and
against the different locations and their impact on
the city of Antwerp is published here for the first
t ime. After the definite choice of the location
(more or less on the spot indicated by Francesco de
Marchi) ,  Pacciot to 's design, based on the ci tadel  of
Turin, had to be adapted to the walls of Antwerp.
Several drawings, found in the archives of the
Duke of Alva, made by the Italian engineer
Tomaso Corbetta, i l lustrate the diff iculties of the
insertion of Pacciotto's plan in the existing situa-
tion of Antwerp. Contemporaries crit icized Pac-
ciotto's plan. This crit icism would lead to fun-
damental changes of the citadel by Bartolomeo
Campi,  Pacciot to 's successor.  I t  was this engineer
and not Pacciotto, 3S generally accepted in
literature, who made the definit ive designs for the
citadel of Groningen and Flushing. The differences
between the citadel of Antwerp on the one side and
those of Groningen and Flushing on the other wil l
be related to the discussion about universal models
and location-directed planning. The notion that
not all solutions in Italian theory were adaptable in
pratice would influence the fortif ication methods
in their own country and be underlined in writ ings
on military architecture.
While most cit ies in the Low Countries in the last
quarter of the sixteenth century were provided with
modern walls which corresponded to the Italian
fortif ication system, the theoretical knowledge in
that f ield hardly existed yet. Most treatises sti l l  had
to be published and the Italian fortif ication was
known most ly through word of  mouth,
manuscr ipts and drawings.
Although the knowledge of the Italian theory of
military architecture dit not penetrate in the Dutch
language before the publication of De Stercten-
bouwing (Fortif ication) of the scientist Simon
Stevin,  the subject  was brought up indirect ly in
partial translations of treatises on architecture of
Antiquity and the ltalian Renaissance by Pieter
Coecke van Aelst  and Hans Vredeman de Vr ies.  In
the beginning their remarks were l imited to the or-
nament. but in the end also concerned the militarv
architecture itself.
While the reception of Italian theories on ornament
progressed rather smoothly,  ideas on the large
scale, complex structures of fortif ications were
received very hesistantly. Chapter six concerns the
diff icult introduction and reception of Italian town
planning and fortif ication in Dutch theories on that
subject. The notion that not all Italian ideas were
adaptable would lead to a new Dutch theory on
fortification
The first advocate of a non-Italian theory on
military architecture was the German military ar-
chitect Daniel Specklin. Despite his severe crit icism
on Italian engineers he nevertheless adopted their
solutions. Also Simon Stevin followed in his De
Sterctenbouwing (Fortificotion) mainly the Italian
fortif ication sytem. His aim was to explain the ex-
isting knowledge in the field of mil itary architec-
ture in a logical and clear way rather than to in-
troduce a new fortif ication sytem. For this purpose
he underlines the use of drawings and models to
visualize this knowledge. From the moment Stevin
got more involved in the practice of fortif ication
and warfare, he focused in his writ ings on military
subjects more and more on the Dutch situation.
Simon Stevin became quartermaster in the State
Army and gave advices on fortif ication and
hydraulic works in several Dutch cit ies. Stevin's at-
tention to practical problems not only influenced
his later writ ings on warfare and fortif ication but
also on architecture and town planning. Simon
Stevin's treatise on town planning Vande oirden-
ingh der steden (Town planning), publicated
posthumously by his son Hendrick, was an in-
dependent discourse, which once belonged to an
unpublished text on architecture: Huysbou (House-
building). Vunde oirdeningh der steden, often has
been represented in l iterature as a Dutch variant of
the Italian 'città ideale'. Here wil l be demonstrated
that Stevin's work on town planning differs fun-
damentally in content and in method from the
Italian architectural treatises of the Renaissance
which deal with the (ideal) city. While the authors
of the Italian Renaissance gave their churches,
squares and cit ies a central groundplan which could
be inscribed in a circle or square, Stevin organized
his buildings, the city, and even the space outside
its perimeter, according to the principle of sym-
metry. Different from Vitruvius and his followers,
who described symmetry as a harmony in the pro-
portions of different parts of a human figure,
Stevin explained it as an agreement between the left
side and right side of a body. The hypothesis is put
forward that the emphasis Stevin lays on symmetry
as an organizing principle can be related possibly
with the ideas of Petrus Ramus. This French
mathematician in his 'natural method' made fre-
quently use of dichotomies i.e. a symmetrical order
of definit ions and sub-definit ions to analyze and
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visualize a certain case or problem. The way Stevin
underlines the natural character of symmetry, his
references in other texts to the method of Ramus,
and finally the sequel of the French scholar at the
University of Leiden at the beginning of the seven-
teenth century form an indication to support this
hypothesis.
The visual and empirical aspects of the didactic
method of Petrus Ramus, also characterized the
education programme Stevin developed in 1600, on
behalf of Prince Maurice, for a training school for
surveyors and engineers. All lessons, mainly
directed on the practice of landsurveying and for-
tif ication, of this school were taught in the Dutch
language which therefore was cal led the 'Neder-
Duytsche Matematique'.
The introduction of the Italian knowledge drew to
a close. Italian theories on military architecture
were rendered out of date by developments in the
practice of the defence of cit ies in the Netherlands
before they could penetrate completely. Also the
diffusion in practice by Italian engineers came to
an end. Dutch landsurveyors and engineers built
towns and fortif ications in the Netherlands but also
in other European countries and introduced new
ideas on town planning and military architecture,
as once Italians ensineers did.
* gecorrigeerd door Janet Armstrong
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